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Finding the glass slipper 
The impact of leadership on  
innovation in further education
The Further Education Trust for 
Leadership’s vision is of a further 

































































































































































































































































































































































































































































I think the organisational policies, I tend to work underneath if 
that makes sense, so I get away with some of them. (Mike)
Similar	responses	were	provided	by	teachers	who	taught	more	
specialised	subjects,	as	outlined	by	Bob	and	Lydia:
There’s nobody else here who does [teaches] that  
so I do at present have quite a lot of autonomy (Bob).








Bureaucracy occurs when trust goes out of the window. I think 
you see that in a lot of organisations – at some point there is a 
breakdown in trust because it is difficult for a big organisation like 
a college to have a handle on what’s going on in every classroom 
and Ofsted will come and go ‘what are you doing about it?’ (Pete)
One of the biggest problems is accountability... producing these 









We have a habit of passing everybody which is a big constraint 
because it means that people can put in very little effort and still 
get a pass grade which is very frustrating for me as a lecturer. 










Fear unfortunately is a big factor, particularly if you take an 
institution like ours which has gone through a bad Ofsted, the 
fear is everywhere in the building and everyone is waiting for 
somebody to come in... the leadership is changing its mind all 
the time and not particularly clear about what the expectations 
are... often it does feel that things go in and out of vogue in 
terms of their importance, so you’ll find that British values are 
really important one minute then that’s ‘yeah, do it, but not so 
important’ then you refocus on maths and English and then ‘oh 













I know this from talking to colleagues, on the amount of 
experimentation that you are willing to engage in.... If you feel 
like someone can come in at any point you are less likely to take 
those risks in the classroom to do things that might not work 

















I was really disappointed when they took away the grading system 
because I love chasing a grade, absolutely love it... because we 
all want to chase a grade one... of course you do, you want to be 
the best.
But...
We don’t ever really get a pat on the back. A little bit more 
recognition... we are fantastic here... we are really good at the 
job and the data speaks for itself and I sometimes wish that was 



















We had spreadsheets with money, this course attracts this amount 
of money... it was all tied to money, which you can understand to 
a certain degree because you can’t have a course that’s flagging 
and costing a fortune but there are ways of doing it that I believe 




In a nutshell, I think that creativity is stifled by compliance, no 
doubt about it but it is trying to find that happy medium and I 









That would come up in meetings where people would be named 
and shamed if things weren’t going the way that they wanted 
them to go... there were a lot of people there so if you were 
named and shamed, my goodness me, you did feel like a very 












Internally I would say that’s significant [agency]. If we are looking 
at genuinely the autonomy in the system then I would say it’s not 
very much because in a way regulatory agencies tell us exactly 
what they want to offer, how many hours, how, what level... and 
in terms of the inspectorate they decide what good looks like so 
there’s actually very little freedom in the system to enable any 




I feel that principals probably have more power and agency than 
similar roles in education... perhaps even too much. When you 
see colleges wholesale change their strategy that seemed to 
be driven by a principal rather than an incorporation and I think 




















For me, education is a ridiculously messy human pursuit and I 
marvel at how the government tries to control it and make it 
manageable. I think we’re trying to monetize something that’s 
messy and immeasurable. That’s obviously very tricky. 
So in a funny sort of way I see my role in objective terms as trying 
to make the best education that I can with the money that I 
have... trying to be honourable which is often very tricky because 






I like to think my model of leadership is adaptive to the situation. 
Leaders have two characteristics... one... the ability to gather the 
people around them that are able to deliver what they want to 
deliver and the second one is an ability to adapt their leadership 





I don’t really trust models... you start to think well, what’s 
underneath the model... where’s the pattern that connects, it’s 
like Bateson. So, I’m always trying to... get to the nub of it... if I 
can see an issue that can be resolved I just want to understand the 
issue first and then if there is a model that fits it then yeah, great 
but generally there isn’t and my approach is to just go ‘well let’s 
just figure out what’s going on here’... so I’d be surprised if I don’t 
fall into some leadership category but I think that if there’s one 













I often get asked things like ‘wouldn’t it be a good idea if teachers 
had a period off where they could all meet’... my view is... if that’s 
a good idea why is it not happening? I can’t make that happen, 
the only people who can make it happen is you [teachers] 
because you do the timetables so just sit down and agree it.  
There seems to be almost a feeling that people can’t do things 














I see the current workload in further education as being at the 
upper human limit... I genuinely believe it’s beyond what’s 
possible for somebody to do a really sparking job and if we are 
serious as a country around getting teachers to do the best for 
the next generation then we need to reduce the workload both 
in terms of the number of contact hours and the amount of 
expectation from them... the teacher now has got a safeguarding 
duty... and... you name it... if it moves it is the teacher’s 
responsibility... and it can’t be right. (Adil)
In	a	similar	vein,	Derek	was	acutely	aware	of	the	impact	of		
working	context:
So there’s a contextual control... but I’d like all of the teachers to 
feel that they own that classroom to the largest extent but I know 
that they don’t... I think we work our tutors quite hard. I want to 
change that, I want their terms and conditions to be better and 
I think those things are the things that are holding it away from 
being quite amazing.
I think that the way I’m approaching this is to do with releasing 
some of that control, I’d like people to teach less to give them 
time to be more innovative but I know that there’s a danger there 
because they might not use that time... If we can find a way to 
make sure that they don’t throw it away it would be really nice 








I think it is difficult to influence what actually happens in the 
classroom because you have got a multitude of individuals... So 
we have policy... in terms of what we expect in the classroom... 
but we can’t force people to adopt it. ( Jane)
The people who have the most agency are the lecturers. After my 
32 years in the sector what I’m aware of is that those personal 
relationships have a greater impact on the success of the learner 






There is always that blame culture in education as well... if your 
results are bad chances are you might lose your job so it’s quite 









I genuinely believe that the only people who make a difference 
are the teachers. Everyone else in the system needs to align their 
work towards making the teacher feel good about what it is they 


















































































































































































Code Type of  Geographic Age  Time in post 
name organisation location category*
Adam	 FE	college	 Bedfordshire	 49–55	 4	years
Bob	 FE	college	 Nottinghamshire	 32–40	 2	years
Wayne	 FE	college	 Nottinghamshire	 41–48	 7	years
Richard	 FE	college	 Leicestershire	 55–65	 Less	than	a	year
Lydia		 Land-based	 Leicestershire		 27–31	 Less	than	a	year	
	 college	
Mike		 FE	college	 Northamptonshire	32–40	 3	years
Harry	 Land-based	 Leicestershire	 55–65	 10	years	
	 college
Pete		 FE	college	 Northamptonshire	19–26	 2	years
Sue		 FE	college	 Bedfordshire	 41–48	 4	years
Peter		 Land-based	 Bedfordshire	 41–48	 4	years	
	 college
Adeeb		 FE	college	 Leicestershire		 55–65	 Less	than	a	year
Janice	 FE	college	 Bedfordshire	 41–48	 3	years
Lucy		 Prison		 Bedfordshire	 27–31	 2	years	
	 education
Managers (4)
Code Type of  Geographic Age  Time in post 
name organisation location category*
Anne	 Private		 Hertfordshire	 41–48	 1	year	
	 training		
	 provider		
Terry		 FE	college	 Northamptonshire	49–55	 1	year
Abby		 FE	college	 Bedfordshire	 55–65	 1	year
George	 UTC	 Coventry	 41–48	 1	year
36
Leaders (9) 
Code Type of  Geographic Age  Time in post 
name organisation location category*
Kate	 Land-based	 Bedfordshire	 41–48	 Less	than	a	year	
	 college
Derek	 FE	college	 Nottinghamshire	 49–55	 15	years
Dawn	 FE	college	 Nottinghamshire	 55–65	 2	years
Jane		 FE	college	 Bedfordshire	 32–40	 2	years
James		 FE	college	 Bedfordshire		 55–65	 20	years
Neil		 FE	college	 Nottinghamshire	 32–40	 2	years
Rick		 FE	college	 Nottinghamshire	 41–48	 2	years
Trevor		 FE	college	 Bedfordshire	 49–55	 3	years
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